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Special Message
from

Consul James M. Montgomery (1971-1974)

“I am enclosing a short piece | wrote about the death of Chiengmai's last prince. | am
hazy on the dates, but someone there should remember and also ensure | have
remembered the name correctly...”

The Sword at the Airport

| remember the day when the final vestiges of Chiengmai as a kingdom separate
from Thailand flickered out. It happened at the airport.

For all practical purposes Chiengmai had been part of the Kingdom of Thailand for
several hundred years. From the late 18th century until 1933 it was a dominion under Thai
suzerainty but ruled by its own royal house. In 1933 Chiengmai became a province of Thailand,
but its royal house remained.

Indeed when we arrived in 1971, the house of Chiengmai was still with us, headed
by an hereditary prince, the aged Chao Rajabut. And, in his public relations with the prince, the
King of Thailand paid respect to the idea that Chiengmai still retained a bit of its historical
identity... (Next Page)



... Those of us in Chiengmai's consular corps got to see this respect on display at the airport whenever the
King of Thailand visited Chiengmai since we were expected to greet the King on these visits. (The corps was
modest then, consisting of the Burmese Consul General and me. We were later joined by a British Consul.)
We were always there well ahead of His Majesty's arrival and so got a good view of the plane-side
ceremony. By the time the stairs were in place, Chao Rachabut's wife had pushed him in his wheel chair to
the foot of the stairs, where he was the first Chiengmai resident to greet the King. As part of his greeting
the Prince would give the King a large sword enclosed in a chased silver scabbard; it was the Sword of
Chiengmai.

When the King returned to Bangkok the Prince would be at the foot of the stairs and the King would hand
him back the sword. The symbolism of these exchanges was vivid and touching and undoubtedly gratifying
to those in Chiengmai who still believed Chiengmai was unique among the King's lands.

| believe it was in 1972 that Chao Rachabut died. | know | took a delegation of representatives of all the
resident American military units and civilian organizations to the bathing ceremony for the Prince in his
house in Chiengmai.

When next the King visited, the Prince's widow delivered the sword to the King. Several weeks later, when
the King left, he handed the sword not to a member of the House of Chiengmai, but to his own appointed
governor. Whatever power and autonomy the sword embodied was now in the firm hands of the Thai
bureaucracy.

There was one final gesture of respect several months later. Astrologers at the palace in Bangkok had
determined the propitious day for Chao Rachabut's cremation. On that day, the Crown Prince arrived with
the sacred fire. The Thai government had organized a large and elaborate parade through the town with
the large ceramic jar containing the Prince's body atop a brilliantly caparisoned elephant. And members of
the 7th Regimental Combat Team from Camp Kawila dressed in ancient military uniforms led the procession
to the funeral pyre. The Crown Prince lit the pyre with the sacred fire and the last prince of Chiengmai
disappeared into history on smoke and sparks.

Consul James M. Montgomery (1971-1974)
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Consul James M. Montgomery (1971-1974)

The Sword at the Airport

| remember the day when the final vestiges of Chiengmai as a kingdom separate
from Thailand flickered out. It happened at the airport.

For all practical purposes Chiengmai had been part of the Kingdom of Thailand for
several hundred years. From the late 18th century until 1933 it was a dominion under Thai
suzerainty but ruled by its own royal house. In 1933 Chiengmai became a province of Thailand,
but its royal house remained.

Indeed when we arrived in 1971, the house of Chiengmai was still with us, headed
by an hereditary prince, the aged Chao Rajabut. And, in his public relations with the prince, the
King of Thailand paid respect to the idea that Chiengmai still retained a bit of its historical
identity... (Next Page)



... Those of us in Chiengmai's consular corps got to see this respect on display at the airport whenever the
King of Thailand visited Chiengmai since we were expected to greet the King on these visits. (The corps was
modest then, consisting of the Burmese Consul General and me. We were later joined by a British Consul.)
We were always there well ahead of His Majesty's arrival and so got a good view of the plane-side
ceremony. By the time the stairs were in place, Chao Rachabut's wife had pushed him in his wheel chair to
the foot of the stairs, where he was the first Chiengmai resident to greet the King. As part of his greeting
the Prince would give the King a large sword enclosed in a chased silver scabbard; it was the Sword of
Chiengmai.

When the King returned to Bangkok the Prince would be at the foot of the stairs and the King
would hand him back the sword. The symbolism of these exchanges was vivid and touching and
undoubtedly gratifying to those in Chiengmai who still believed Chiengmai was unique among the King's
lands.

| believe it was in 1972 that Chao Rachabut died. | know | took a delegation of representatives
of all the resident American military units and civilian organizations to the bathing ceremony for the Prince
in his house in Chiengmai.

When next the King visited, the Prince's widow delivered the sword to the King. Several weeks
later, when the King left, he handed the sword not to a member of the House of Chiengmai, but to his own
appointed governor. Whatever power and autonomy the sword embodied was now in the firm hands of
the Thai bureaucracy.

There was one final gesture of respect several months later. Astrologers at the palace in
Bangkok had determined the propitious day for Chao Rachabut's cremation. On that day, the Crown Prince
arrived with the sacred fire. The Thai government had organized a large and elaborate parade through the
town with the large ceramic jar containing the Prince's body atop a brilliantly caparisoned elephant. And
members of the 7th Regimental Combat Team from Camp Kawila dressed in ancient military uniforms led
the procession to the funeral pyre. The Crown Prince lit the pyre with the sacred fire and the last prince of
Chiengmai disappeared into history on smoke and sparks.

Consul James M. Montgomery (1971-1974)
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60 years of American threads woven closely into the Lanna fabric.
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